Reactivation of latent herpes simplex virus by excimer laser photokeratectomy.
We tested whether excimer laser photorefractive and phototherapeutic keratectomy may reactivate latent herpes simplex and cause recurrent keratitis in mice. Two of ten latently infected mice that were treated with ten excimer laser pulses to the corneal epithelium shed herpes simplex virus type 1, as did four of ten mice that were treated with 50 excimer laser pulses. Ocular shedding of herpes simplex virus was detected in four of ten mice that were treated with ethylenediamine-tetraacetic acid (EDTA) scraping of the corneal epithelium without laser keratectomy, and in six of ten mice on which combined EDTA-facilitated epithelial removal was performed followed by the application of ten excimer laser pulses. In both EDTA-treated groups, viral shedding was prolonged and 18 of 20 mice developed marked corneal opacification or neovascularization, or both. Corneal photoablation with the excimer laser may induce reactivation of latent herpes simplex virus, even in mice with clear and smooth-appearing corneas, and should be considered in the differential diagnosis of humans with persistent corneal epithelial defects after refractive or therapeutic excimer procedures.